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Abstract
In lieu of an abstract, below is the essay's first paragraph.
"In his complex, yet highly enlightening book Where the Hell is God? Richard Leonard writes: “We are
invited to respond to God’s love, not forced or programmed by it” (25). Upon creating us, God gave each
person the power of free will. However, because God granted us this ability, we sometimes give in to sin
and temptation. My thesis is: With God’s gift of free will comes the biggest choice we as followers have,
and that is to either love God or to turn away from him and sin."
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Alysha Mercendetti
*** Responding to God’s Love
Introduction
In his complex, yet highly enlightening book Where the Hell is God? Richard Leonard
writes: “We are invited to respond to God’s love, not forced or programmed by it” (25). Upon
creating us, God gave each person the power of free will. However, because God granted us this
ability, we sometimes give in to sin and temptation. My thesis is: With God’s gift of free will
comes the biggest choice we as followers have, and that is to either love God or to turn away
from him and sin.

God is not responsible for evil
Of course God wants us to love him as much as he loves us. The world would be a much
better place if that were the case. There would be no pain and suffering because God’s people
would never sin against him. Unfortunately, what God wants for us and what we choose in our
lives are sometimes two completely different things. Because we have free will, which according

to Theopedia, an encyclopedia of Biblical Christianity, is “the ability to make choices without
any prior prejudice, inclination, or disposition” (n.p), it is up to us to make the choice either to
follow God or to turn away from him and sin. It becomes clear through a reading of book XII of
The City of God, that St. Augustine holds a similar view. He emphasizes: “The cause of the bliss
of others is their adherence to God; and so the cause of the misery of the apostates must be taken
to the exact contrary, their failure to adhere to him” (471). Here, St. Augustine is alluding to the
fact that we are not victims of fate, but we have the power to shape our lives depending on how
we choose to live. We can choose to be righteous followers of God and avoid sin, or perhaps we
might choose the alternate route, give in to temptation, and turn away from God. Everything we
do is a result of the power of free will. God gave us this authority; however, it is not his fault that
sometimes we choose to abuse that power.
God additionally created every human pure, and free of sin. It is only in our selfish
actions that we can change the nature of our untainted being. Pseudo-Dionysius supports this
claim in The Divine Names by stating: “All beings, to the extent that they exist, are good and
come from the Good and they fall short of goodness and being in proportion to their remoteness
to the Good” (87). “Falling away from the good” results in our indirect bringing of evil into the
world.
We are often misguided to believe that because God created the world and everything in
it, is it in fact he who brought evil upon us. As humans, we like to accept this way of thinking
because no one wants to take the blame for the overwhelming wickedness that sometimes enters
into our lives. Along with our tendency to place the blame on somebody else and target God as
the reason for evil and suffering, we additionally do not like to admit that we have faults. An
excerpt taken from Peter Van Breemen, S.J.’s book, The God Who Won’t Let Go,” reads, “…the

fact that we can say ‘yes’ to God in the larger context and at the same time ‘no’ in the details is
even more awful” (48). He is referencing the desire of humans to be recognized for every good
thing that we do, but also our inability to accept the fact that we are not perfect and have a
tendency to sin. We try to make excuses and cover for ourselves because we figure that this is
better than admitting that we sinned and gone against God. This would consequently mean that
we caused our own suffering, and it is that exact reality that we cannot face as humans.
A common misconception that comes along with many people’s response to evil is the
idea that God sends pain and suffering into our lives to teach us some sort of lesson. This
however cannot be true because God is not responsible for the evil and suffering that are present
in the world. It was not God’s intention for individuals to learn from the evil that he supposedly
“sent them,” but this does not mean that we cannot gain knowledge to help us mature both
spiritually and emotionally from the evil that we encounter in our lives.

Humans have a choice to love God
Richard Leonard makes it clear that God offers us the gift of love in saying that “now
claimed by the love of Christ, we are no longer slaves, but his friends; indeed, through the
redeeming work of Christ we have been welcomed into God’s family” (37). God’s offering of
love to us is only step one of the process. Once we grasp this concept, the free will that we were
granted by God comes into play. Nobody is making us take the decisions we ultimately choose to
make. That power is in our own hands.
Because we are not “forced” to respond to God’s love, human choice sometimes
adversely affects our lives. Individuals may choose to go down the wrong path, sin, and
ultimately bring evil into the world. The Bible says: “For I know the plans I have for you,

declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope” (Jeremiah
29:11). The question remains not whether God has a promising or hopeless future for us, but
instead, how we will choose to respond to the circumstances that happen in our lives.
These circumstances can come in a number of different varieties. For example, the lives
of Richard Leonard and his family took a turn for the worse when they found that his sister,
Tracey was involved in a terrible accident. Although this was difficult to face, Leonard took the
experience and made it a positive one. His mindset was based upon the idea that God is there
with us through not only the good times, but more importantly in our times of trouble. This
approach helped him immensely during a distressful period in his life.
Similarly, in his book, Make a Difference, Dr. Melvin L. Cheatham writes about a lifechanging opportunity that he was given. He received a call saying that doctors were needed in
South Korea. He fit all the qualifications and he knew that he should go, but he and his family
were not in the position to take that specific missionary trip. They had different plans. With some
deep thinking and prayer, he decided that his best bet was to go. Cheatham stresses: “As Jesus
demonstrated through His earthly ministry, God’s plan calls us to bring help, healing and hope to
people one person at a time” (9). Both Cheatham and Leonard responded to God’s call in
positive ways. Although they were in two completely different situations, it was their faith in
God that guided them through and helped them to respond to God’s love with optimistic minds
and hearts. The Letter to the Hebrews says: “And without faith it is impossible to please God,
because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who
earnestly seek him” (11:6).
Others who are faced with challenges sometimes begin to question their faith or suggest
that God is “out to get them.” James R. Beebe supports this school of thought by saying that “the

existence of evil and suffering in our world seems to pose a serious challenge to belief in the
existence of a perfect God” (n.p). We may think to ourselves, “I’ve done everything right, yet
bad things continue to happen to me,” and therefore we conclude that God cannot possibly exist.
In reference to the fact that enduring pain and suffering happen to both the wicked and the
righteous alike, St. Augustine proposes: “In this way there is salutary instruction from God, even
in situations where God’s justice is not apparent” (896-897). Although it is sometimes difficult to
sense God’s presence in all situations, it is our job to dig deeper and try to turn the circumstances
around. We have to ask ourselves how God would want us to act in response to any occurrence
be it a good or bad one.
There are countless instances, even in the lives of biblical and saintly figures, of God’s
existence being doubted. Mother Teresa for example experienced an intense period of disbelief
and skepticism during her lifetime. After she became ill she began feeling as if God had deserted
her. She started questioning God’s presence. Soon enough, she realized that in comparison to
what Jesus underwent during crucifixion and what poor people struggle with daily, her situation
was not that awful. Although in the beginning of her sickness, Mother Teresa responded
negatively, before long she recognized that others have it worse and went on devoting her life to
those less fortunate. With the power of faith, she was able to learn from her situation and think in
a more positive light.
Turning away from God is a common response to evil’s lurking presence in our lives.
Those who struggle with doubt or disbelief might find hope in this Bible verse: “Trust in
the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to
him, and he will make your paths straight. Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and
shun evil” (Proverbs 3:5-7). The story of Job commented on by Joan Acocella is a perfect

representation of this quote. He is challenged time and time again by God, but never lets these
evil occurrences get the best of him. Acocella writes:
“When God first unleashes Satan on Job, he tells him that he must not damage the man
physically. So Satan just kills Job’s children, servants, and livestock. In response, Job tears his
robe, shaves his head, falls to the ground and worships God. Again and again Job is told to throw
in the towel. “His wife tells him to give up: ‘Curse God and die.’ But Job stands firm: ‘Shall we
receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?’” (83) Clearly Job understands
his role in life. He knows God’s call for him and responds to God’s love with fear and a devout
and undying belief in him. Nothing that he endures is enough for Job to throw away the
foundation of his life - his faith in God.

Conclusion
Regardless of the encounters that we face in life, whether they are good or bad, we are
always left with a choice. We can either respond by opening up to God’s love and making each
situation a positive learning experience, or we can turn away from God and refuse the love that
he offers us. If we look to our faith, the challenges that we are faced with can be easily
overcome. We should always remember that any experience, if we have the right mindset, can be
made into an opportunity for wisdom and deeper understanding.
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